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PRE-PROJECT REFLECTIVE ESSAY INSTRUCTIONS

Just think, after twelve long years, you are finally a senior.  Remember when you were freshman? Did you ever used to be a “senior watcher?”  Can you ever remember thinking to yourself about how great it would be to be a senior?  Well, now you are a senior! In a few short months, with a little luck, a lot of effort, self-discipline and perseverance, you’ll be out of here!  You will be a high school graduate.

The road to graduation has not been easy for everyone.  Some of your peers have dropped out along the way; others will not be able to successfully survive the next few months. Learning to deal effectively with stress, deadlines, hassles, assignments and expectations are part of being a successful high school senior.  Now, before the senior journey begins, take time to reflect on the “miles” you have traveled. 

You will have your choice of five writing assignments.  The final draft of this essay will be included in your take-away portfolio.  Before you make your decision, here are some general guidelines to help you with writing a personal reminiscence, a personal essay, or an essay of experience.

(From Write For College by Sebranek, Meyer and Kemper. Great Source Education Group, Wilmington, MA, 1997.)

Writing a Personal Reminiscence

In developing an autobiography, one question a writer must ask is this: What have been the defining experiences in my life?  Or stated in another way, what specific events have made a difference to me?  As you plan a reminiscence, you, too, should think of “defining experiences,” those events that help to communicate who you really are, and where you have been.  Your goal is to recreate a specific time and place so it comes alive for your readers.  Refer to the steps below to help you with your writing.

Searching and Selecting

· Selecting: You should have little trouble thinking of something to write about.  Focus on experiences that appeal to you personally and that will have some appeal for your readers. 

· Reviewing: If necessary, freely list ideas until you hit upon incidents or events that seem like defining experiences.  You may also want to brainstorm for ideas with your peers.

Generating the Text

· Collecting: Gather your thoughts about your subject through free writing or clustering.  Then collect additional details as needed – by talking to someone about the experience, by referring to old photographs, or by continuing your memory search. 

· Focusing: Plan your work as needed.  Focus your attention on ideas and details that help readers see, hear, and feel the experience as you recall it. 

Writing and Revising

· Writing: Write your first draft freely, working in details according to any planning you may have done.  (A reminiscence is a form of narrative writing, so make use of basic storytelling devices – description, dialogue, suspense, etc. – to develop your work.)

· Revising: Carefully review, revise, and refine your writing before submitting your final draft.  Remember that your goal is to re-create an incident or event(s) for your readers.

Evaluating

· Is the writing focused around a specific incident or event(s)?

· Does the writing contain effective details, descriptions, and/or dialogue?

· Does the writing sound sincere and honest?

· Will readers appreciate the treatment of the subject?

Writing a Personal Essay

According to writer Phillip Lopate, writing the personal essay is the process of exploring the “stomach growls,” the strong feelings you have about some aspect of your life.  You may want to explore an earlier time in your life – perhaps a time of change, or a time of joy and pain.  Then again, you may want to write about some part of your present life – perhaps your relationship (or lack thereof) with an individual or a group. Your goal should be to develop an essay that informs and/or entertains, and that impels readers to think about their own lives.  Refer to the guidelines below to help you with your writing. 

Searching and Selecting

· Reviewing: Review your journal entries for ideas, or list subjects that come to mind. Just about anything in your life that interests you, amuses you, angers you, or makes you think is a possible subject for a personal essay. 

· Searching: If you’re still stuck, think about different people in your life, review photo albums, talk to people, check your wallet or purse for membership cards or ticket stubs.  (You shouldn’t have to look far for ideas.)

Generating the Text

· Collecting: Write freely about your subject, letting your ideas take you where they will.  Dig as deep as you can into your experiences. 

· Assessing: Examine your free writing carefully to help you get a feel for your subject. Look for parts you like and want to explore further.  Also look for any emerging main idea or viewpoint that could serve as the focus of your essay.  Continue searching and shaping as needed.  (A personal essay is a blend of narrative - sharing some aspect of your life, and analysis – commenting upon this time.)

Writing and Revising 

· Writing: As you write your first draft, allow your own personality and feelings to come through in your writing.
· Revising: Review, revise and refine your writing. As you work with your essay, try to maintain its original freshness of thought.
Evaluating

· Is the voice sincere, indicating a personal attachment between the writer and the work?

· Has the writer established a viewpoint about the subject, and is the essay built around this point of view?

· Will readers appreciate the treatment of the subject?

Writing an Essay of Experience

Henry David Thoreau found great satisfaction in “pursuing, keeping up with, and circling round and round his life.”  He was at the center of his writing universe.  You, too, must “circle round an round” your life in order to write perceptively about it.  Your perceptions are especially important in an essay of experience, in which you reflect upon a pivotal time and place in your life.  The focal point of your writing is the change the experience has brought about.  Refer to the guidelines below to help you with your writing.

Searching and Selecting

· Searching: Explore your past for events that changed your attitude about people, places, and long-held beliefs.  Remember that you’re looking for life-changing experiences.

· Selecting: Make sure your subject can pass the before-and-after test: “Before a particular experience, I was …, but after this time, I …” (This structure provides an effective frame for this form of writing.)

Generating the Text

· Free Writing: Once you select a subject, cluster or write freely about it to recapture some of the details related to this time.

· Focusing: You will probably make some interesting discoveries about your subject during your free writing.  Don’t, however, think that you must understand everything about the experience before you start your first draft.

Writing and Revising

· Writing: Experiment with different starting points for your essay: establishing background, describing the setting, jumping into the action, and so on.  Also consider how you will discuss the significance of this experience in your life. 

· Reviewing: If you’re concerned about the freshness or immediacy of your writing, go back to your free writing.  Scan your initial writing for interesting phrases and ideas to incorporate into your essay. 

· Refining: Be sure to proofread, edit and refine your essay before submitting your final draft.

Evaluating

· Is the experience re-created with specific detail?

· Is the significance of the subject – the change it has brought about – effectively presented?

· Will readers appreciate the treatment of the subject?

Writing the College Essay 

Since the college essay varies from college to college, it is your responsibility to obtain the appropriate instructions for the college/university of your choice.  You may obtain this information from your counselor. 
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